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According to Islamic tradition, at least as reported by some, 7  the verse stating  

 “For Muslim men and women,  

 for believing men and women, 

 for devout men and women, 

 for men and women who are patient and constant 

 for men and women who humble themselves, 

 for men and women who give in charity, 

 for men and women who fast, 

 for men and women who guard their chastity, 

 and for men and women who engage much in God’s praise, 

 for them has God prepared forgiveness and great reward.”   

(AL-AHZAB, Q33:35) 

was revealed after Umm Salama (one of Muhammad’s wives) asked "Why are men 

mentioned in the Qur’an and why are we not?".  

                                                   
 

 
7 Fatima Mernissi, The Veil and the Male Elite: A Feminist Interpretation of Women's Rights in Islam. (Cambridge 
Massachusetts: Perseus Books, 1991): 118. 
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Some hadith cite other wives as the source and present the question with 

slightly different nuance.8 Indeed, given the number of women mentioned in 

revelations usually dated earlier than al-Ahzab, the question may rather have been 

“Why are we women never mentioned in the Qur’an as men are?”  As Figure 1 below 

shows, most references to women characters pre-dating Umm Salama’s question refer 

to women who feature in the Bible. It is possible Umm Salama was unaware of these 

revelations, though this seems unlikely, or she considered the women mentioned in 

pre-Median revelations as simply incidental and so not mentioned in the same way as 

the men.  

This article cast its eye over all women mentioned to review their roles in the 

Prophet’s messages, from earliest days. Some attention is given to resonance with 

detail in the Bible. The main intention, though, is to consolidate information to enable 

those of us who read as outsiders re-consider how the Qur’an portrays the 

relationship between God and women, and so, perhaps, better understand what their 

foundational scripture does and does not offer for the life and faith of our Muslim 

sisters. 

 

 

 

                                                   
 

 
8 Asma Lamrabet, ‘When the Qur’an responds to women claims…’ (2019) lists four hadith which each present the question 
with slightly different wordings and sources. http://www.asma-lamrabet.com/articles/when-the-qur-an-responds-to-
women-claims/.  
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Figure 1 – Women Mentioned in the Qur’an 

 Meccan period Post-Hijra period 

 Early Middle Late Medinan 

Wife of Abu Lahab Q111:4-5    

Wife of Adam  Q20:115-121 Q7:18-25 Q2:35 

Wife of Noah    Q66:10 

Wife of Abraham  Q51:24-30 Q11:69-73  

Wife of Lot  

Q15:58-60,; 

Q26:171; 

Q37:135 

Q11:81; 

Q27:57; 

Q29:32-33; 

Q66:10 

Daughters of Lot  Q15:71 Q11:78-79  

Mother of Moses  Q20:38-40; Q28:7-18  

Sister of Moses  Q20:40 Q28:11  

Woman Moses 
married 

  Q28:22-28  

Wife of Pharoah   Q28:9-13 Q66:11 

Wife of Egyptian 
Governor 

  Q12:21-35  

Egyptian women who 
cut their hands 

  Q12:30-31  

Queen of Sheba   Q27:20-44  
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The arrangement of Figure 1 is slightly inconsistent to enable an easy overview. In 

broad terms, all women except the wife of Noah are listed in light of the likely date of 

the first revelation to mention them, and all except the wife of Abu Lahab are also 

categorised according to the epoch in which they lived. The overall effect shows that, 

other than the wife of Abu Lahab, all women mentioned in pre-Hijra revelations are to 

be found in the Bible, linked to characters recognised by the Qur’an as prophets and 

mostly to those understood to be leaders of previous epochs of monotheism. The 

attentive will also note that al-Tahrim (Q66), the Medinan sura in which the wife of 

Noah features, uniquely brings together women from across the epochs, whilst the 

final two characters in the list seem tantalizingly unlinked to any notable men. 

The wife of Abu Lahab –  text, context, and insights from tradition about 
the early days 

Stylistically, like other early surahs, Q111 evokes sooth-sayers’ oaths of the pre-

Islamic era, as each of its five verses is a pithy one-liner curse. Hadith and commentary 

Woman of Imran 
(Mary’s mother) 

   Q3:35-36 

Mary, mother of Jesus   

Q19:16-34, 

Q21:91, 

Q23:50. 

Q3:31-63; Q4:156; 

Q5:17, 75, 116; 

Q66:12 

Mothers of the 
believers /wives of 

Muhammed 

   

Q24:11-26; 

Q33:6,28-40,53; 

Q66:3-5 

‘The woman who 
pleads’ 

   Q58:1; 

‘The women to be 
evaluated’ 

   Q60:10 
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explain that Abu Lahab was an uncle of Muhammad named Abdul ʿUzza9 who fiercely 

opposed him. The surah serves as punning retort, with the opening three verses 

predicting that the one nicknamed ‘Father of Flame’ because of his fiery temper10 will 

burn in the Flaming Fire.  

By all accounts Abdul ʿUzza became clan leader when Muhammad’s uncle and 

guardian Abu Talib died around the same time as Muhammad’s wife Khadija, 

withdrawing clan protection from that moment (619CE).  His belligerence may have 

been reaction to Muhammad’s assertion ‘that the ancestors of the clan were in Hell’.11 

The sira (biography of Muhammad) names his wife as Umm Jamil, sister of Abu Safyan12 

who as Meccan leader later led the forces against Muhammad’s followers at the Battle 

of Uhud (625CE). These characters remind us that Muhammad faced strong opposition 

from both men and women within his home community in the early days. The 

commentaries and sources describe how Umm Jamil strew twisted palm fibres 

intertwined with thorns along pathways Muhammad would take at night, to create 

discomfort and injury.13 The Qur’an details none of this but the short evocative curses 

against her in the last two verses accord with the stories.  

As we begin to consider portrayals of women in the Qur’an it is noteworthy that 

this Meccan wife is not incidental. Like all other women mentioned in the Qur’an except 

Mary she is not named but, as other married women, is identified in terms of her 

                                                   
 

 
9 Muhammad Marmaduke Pickthall, The Meaning of the Glorious Qur’an, (IDCI 2004 edition), 395. 
10 A. Yusuf Ali, The Holy Qur’an: Translation and Commentary, (1975): 1804 n. 6294. 
11 W. Montgomery Watt and Richard Bell, Introduction to the Qur’an, (1970): 11. 
12 Leila Ahmed, Women and Gender in Islam: Historical roots of a modern debate, (1992): 48. 
13 Marmaduke Pickthall, Glorious Qur’an, (2004 edition), 395. Yusuf Ali, The Holy Qur’an, (1975): 1804 n. 6295. 
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husband. Nevertheless she is not presented as some kind of female stereotype. She is 

clearly recognised as a culpable individual responsible for her own actions. However, 

we also note that there is no reference at all to Khadija in the qur’anic material.  

Islamic tradition, not the Qur’an, provides the back story to the early days and, indeed, 

purports allusions to Hagar, to A’isha, and (for Shi’a) to Fatima at other points in the 

text. The leading interests and emphasis of the Qur’an seem to be elsewhere. 

Women associated with biblical narrative – unfolding insights 

The wife of Adam: 

When reading the Qur’an as a typical book, going from surah to surah in canonical 

sequence the first woman to be encountered is the wife of Adam (al-Baqarah 

Q2:35).  Though al-Baqarah dates from the late Meccan or even early Medinan 

era, the account of humanity’s creation and succumbing to temptation (Q2:30-39) 

serves a foundational role. It is preceded (Q2:6-29) by warnings of judgement for 

those who reject faith contrasted with the consolations awaiting believers that 

includes promise of their portion in gardens shared with pure companions or 

spouses (azwāj, Q2:25).  As Robinson observes, 'the gardens, which the believers 

and their spouses are promised in the hereafter (Q2:25), represent a return to 

the blessed state originally enjoyed by Adam and his spouse (zawja, Q2:35).'14 But 

if the passage sets the context for the rest of the Qur’an’s message, it also more 

simply anticipates the second half of al-Baqarah, which delineates the most 

detailed legislative material for the newly forming Muslim community to be found 

                                                   
 

 
14 Neal Robinson, Discovering the Qur’an,  (Georgetown University Press, 2003): 206 
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within the Qur’an. The legislation particularly deals with misuse of the good 

provision of God as detailed in Q2:35, ie., with food, fasting, coveting, ‘giving of 

substance’ and related topics (eg., Q2:168-173; 188; 194; 264-5, 275) and in 

relation to  women, intercourse during times of fasting, divorce, widowhood, and 

witnessing of commercial contracts (Q2:187; 228; 232; 240, 282). In light of the 

details, and the address to Adam in Q2:35, Kecia Ali concludes that whilst there is 

'an undeniable reciprocity in the marital relationship' (eg., Q 2:187) the text is 

'speaking to men about women.'15 

The story of the rebellion by Iblis and its impact is retold on seven occasions in 

the Qur’an (Q2:30-36;  Q7:10-25;  Q15:28–44;  Q17:61–64;  Q18:50; Q 20:116–117, 

and 38:71–85). Other than that in al-Baqarah two of these include reference to 

the presence of Adam’s wife, ie., al-Aʿrāf (Q7:10-25) and Ṭa Ḥa (Q20:115-128). Ṭa 

Ḥa was likely the first mention of Adam’s wife in Muhammad’s proclamations.  It 

has become particularly important in the works of contemporary Muslim women 

scholars16 seeking to ‘depatriarchalise’ readings of the Qur’an as they rightly 

point out that, despite the dual verb form indicating that both ate of the tree and 

found themselves naked, it is Adam, referred to in the third person singular, who 

is described as disobeying and allowing himself to be seduced. Eve is not blamed 

in the Qur’an. She is simply there, mentioned but not addressed. 

                                                   
 

 
15 Kecia Ali, Sexual Ethics & Islam: Feminist Reflections on Qur'an, Hadith, and Jurisprudence. (Oxford: Oneworld, 2006): 112. 
16 Riffat Hassan, ‘Made from Adam’s Rib: The Woman’s Creation Question’, Al-Mushir, Theological Journal of the Christian 
Study Centre, Rawalpindi, Pakistan, (Autumn 1985):124-56 led the way. Asma Barlas, “Believing Women” in Islam: Unreading 
Patriarchal Interpretations of the Qur’an, (University of Texas Press, 2002) has arguably been the most effective in 
disseminating awareness. 
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The remaining reference to Adam’s wife (Q7:19) uses the term uskun (translated 

variously in commentaries to convey spousal comfort) here and in a parallel 

phrase later in the surah (Q7:189) to establish the relationship between the pair. 

The term is also used in al-Baqarah (Q2:35). In al-Aʿrāf the parallel usage 

indicates that the zawjahā (female partner) thus described was created from the 

original ‘soul’ (nafs), before going on to describe parents who, perhaps at the 

suggestion of Satan, collude in wrongful association (shurakā') after their child is 

born (Q7:189-202). Tradition from the ninth century provides strange possible 

background stories to do with Eve being duped into dedicating a child to Satan. 

Stowasser explains that by al-Ṭabarī's time (839-923CE) the woman 'had become 

Satan's tool and was seen as afflicted with the curse of moral, mental, and 

physical deficiency,' whilst the man 'alone embodied the human conscience, was 

aware of his error, and repented; free of God's curse, he was forgiven.'17 The 

traditions are not corroborated in the qur’anic text, which simply implies that the 

couple and their progeny are faced with temptations and challenges as life 

unfolds. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                   
 

 
17 Barbara Freyer Stowasser, Women in the Qur'an, Traditions, and Interpretation, (Oxford University Press, 1994): 30. 
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Women related to Noah, Abraham and Lot: 

Noah’s wife is only mentioned once, as a disbeliever, in the Medinan surah al-

Tahrim (Q66:10). Tradition, however, suggest she is to blame for her son’s 

rebellion as recounted in Q11:4318  

As Figure 1 shows, the wife of Abraham features in two surahs, whist the wife 

of Lot features in seven and his daughters in two of these.  Two further surahs 

report Abraham being told the good news that he is to have a son (Q15:51-60, 

Q37:99-113). All the references are found in surahs termed ‘Punishment 

Narratives” in contemporary scholarship.19 These comprise strings of warning 

messages brought by earlier prophets, or angelic messengers, which climax in 

‘God’s punishment of the unbelievers and his vindication of the righteous.’20  In 

some the story of Lot and his family is tied into that of Abraham’s as mysterious 

messengers not only tell Abraham of the son to be born but of the judgement to 

be meted on the people amongst whom Lot resides (Q11: 69-81; Q15:51-71; 

Q29:16-32; Q51:24-37). Though not named, in both surahs in which she features, 

Abraham’s wife speaks. In Q51:29 her self-deprecating exclamation, ''ajūzun 

'aqīmun' ('a barren old woman?’), is echoed later in the surah to describe the 

‘withering wind’ (ar-rīḥa al-'aqīm) that came against the 'Ad community, reducing 

                                                   
 

 
18 Etiqani Abdulqadir Hamid, 'The Concept of Reform in the Qur'an', in (eds.) Khaleel Mohammed & Andrew Rippin, Coming to 
Terms with the Qur'an: A volume in honor of Professor Issa Boullata, (North Haledon, NJ: Islamic Publications International , 
2008): 22 n28, (citing the opinions of Mujāhid and al Ḥasan, as found in al-Ṭabarī, Jāmiʿ, VII, 31.) 
19 Nicolai Sinai, The Qur’an: A Historical-Critical Introduction, (Edinburgh University Press, 2017): 171, David Marshall, God, 
Muhammad and the Unbelievers, (RoutledgeCurzon 2004): 27-37, and W. Montgomery Watt & Richard Bell, Introduction to 
the Qur’an, (Edinburgh University Press, 1970): 127-134, provide overviews. 
20 Marshall, (2004): 34. 
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everything to rottenness (Q51:42). Whilst the ‘Ad are destroyed the messengers 

emphasise to Abraham’s wife’s that the Lord has spoken. Their tone is open to 

interpretation here and in the chronologically later Q11. Q11:71-73 provides 

further glimpse of her personality as Abraham’s wife laughs and converses with 

the mysterious messengers, who ultimately challenge her astonishment at the 

‘glad tidings’. It is not clear whether her initial laughter is in response to the 

news that she is to give birth, to do with the messengers’ appearance, or with 

Abraham’s need for reassurance from them. No extended back story beyond their 

arrival, greeting of ‘Peace’ and Abraham’s sense of fear, informs the accounts. 

The Qur’an says nothing of Sarah being passed off as Abraham’s sister or of the 

efforts to resolve their childlessness through Abraham sleeping with Sarah’s 

servant Hagar. She is, nevertheless a recipient of good news alongside her 

husband, in the midst of stories of warning and judgement. 

The wife of Lot was not so lucky. The Qur’an indicates that she was ordained to 

suffer the punishment rendered on the city in which the family had been living 

(see especially Q27:57, but see also the predictions in Q11:81 and Q29:32). That 

her demise is referred to six times in Meccan surahs, twice accompanied by 

accounts of Lot handing over his daughters to forestall the sexual abuse of his 

male guests (Q15:71; Q11:78), would seem to indicate that the destruction of 

Sodom and Gomorrah was a significant narrative in the early period. It is not 

clear whether the implied abominations where characteristic of Meccan society 

at that time. There is strong possibility that the stories were familiar, not least 

because several passages indicate ‘that the locality of the story is known and can 
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be seen’ (Q15:76; Q37:137; and possibly Q25:40, 42).21 Yet despite this, as 

indicated by the Medinan surah al Anfal (Q8:31-2), it seems disbelievers viewed 

them as ‘ancient fables’ and mocked any suggestion of relevance to their own 

lives.22  Given the intertwining of the story with that of the visit of the 

mysterious visitors to Abraham and his wife in the Qur’an, as in the Bible, there 

are no grounds for concluding that it makes women purely instrumental: 

Abraham’s wife is shown to have agency in her interactions, and is recipient of 

revelation about the nature of God. That Lot’s wife was destined to stay behind is 

more broadly illustrative of qur’anic presentation of the sovereignty of Allah in 

all things.  The judgement that is meted has its parallels in other repeated 

elements within the punishment narratives. However, distinctions between detail 

in the two qur’anic accounts of the treatment of Lot’s daughters suggest 

discomfort at the content of the ‘ancient fables’. Waleed Ahmed has helpfully 

tracked the detail to observe that whilst the brief, chronologically earlier 

reference (Q15:71) gives no specific meaning to what is intended when Lot says 

“Here are my daughters, if you must be doing so”, the fractionally longer, later 

reference (Q11:78-9) has given commentators scope for explaining how this 

referred to the daughters being offered in marriage.23 Ahmed nevertheless 

argues that the significance of the episode recounted in the two references 

would have been adduced by ‘the audiences’ “interaction” with the parallel 

                                                   
 

 
21 Watt & Bell (1970): 130. 
22 Marshall, (2004): 8. 
23 Waleed Ahmed, ‘Lot’s daughters in the Qur’an’, in (ed.) Gabriel Said Reynolds, New Perspectives on the Qur’an: The Qur’an 
in its historical context 2, (London: Routledge, 2011): 411-424. 
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Biblical story ... Qur’anic texts, and, possibly, a concomitant oral discourse.’24 It 

remains a disconcerting event for us all, which perhaps looms larger in Jewish 

and Muslim thought than in Christian.25 

Women in the life of Moses: 

Moses is referred to more than any other character in the Qur’an: his name 

recurs 136 times across thirteen surahs, including in some lengthy passages and 

portions. The women are referred to in two surahs which provide extended 

accounts of his life., ie., Q20:9-99 (out of 135 verse) and Q28:3-83 (or perhaps we 

should say all of the 88 verses, depending on how the interpretative elements are 

to be applied).  Notably all the women in Moses life are presented positively 

mostly on account of their parts in caring for Moses when he was a child. 

In Ṭa Ḥa (Q20:38-40) the account serves as a reminder given to Moses after he is 

called to go speak to Pharaoh (Q20:9-37). In al-Qaṣaṣ the longer review of the 

circumstances of Moses’ upbringing (Q28:7-13) sits within what is described as 

‘part of the story of Moses and Pharaoh’ (Q28:3). The portion opens ‘wa-awḥayna’ 

(and we inspired), so that the story begins by saying ‘We inspired the mother of 

Moses ..’ That is, like the wife of Abraham she is addressed directly by divine 

speech, whilst like the wife of Lot the pathway of her life is ordained. She 

received guidance to suckle the boy and to put him in the river when she fears for 

his safety. She also receives the prediction that he will be made a messenger and 

                                                   
 

 
24 Ibid., 424. 
25 Ibid., 414 
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a source of grief to Pharaoh. Then, as the first phase is fulfilled when Pharaoh’s 

wife finds the hidden child (Q28:9), she receives divine strengthening: if this had 

not happened her motherly yearnings would have led her to divulge the real 

situation. Instead, because it had been ordained (Q28:12), the child refused to 

feed from wet nurses until his sister approached the Egyptian women and 

suggested a home where people would bring him up ‘for you’. The portion 

concludes with the divine voice observing that ‘thus did we restore him to his 

mother, that her eye might be comforted, that she might not grieve, and that she 

might know that the promise of God is true: but most of them to not understand’ 

(Q28:13). Wadud notes the ‘tenderness’ toward Moses’ mother which contrasts 

with the threat by Pharaoh, as the decrees of Allah are fulfilled. 26 

Though Moses’ mother, Abraham’s wife, and Mary (Ar. Maryam) all receive 

‘revelation or inspiration from God ..., the consensus of the tradition is that they 

are not prophets’.27   Nevertheless they are mentioned and are shown to have 

been addressed. Indeed Moses’ mother, (and also Mary, as we shall see) received 

strength from the divine to sustain her faith and enable her to complete her 

calling.  Also, notably, the women with whom the surah starts (Q28:7-18) provide 

contrast to Qarun, of the people of Moses, with whom the surah closes (Q28: 76-

82). Together they illustrate the lesson that ultimately God alone prospers or 

curtails lives (Q28: 82).  The women’s story provides an apt illustration summed 

                                                   
 

 
26 Amina Wadud, Qur’an and Woman: Rereading the Sacred Text from a Woman’s Perspective, (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1999): 38-9. 
27 Daniel A. Madigan, ‘Themes and topics’ in ed.  Jane Dammen McAuliffe, The Cambridge Companion to The Qur’an, 
(Cambridge University Press, 2004): 93. 
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up in advice to Muhammad, that he will not be able to guide everyone, but God 

guides whom he will, and knows best who will follow guidance (Q28:56). The 

endorsement of the women’s actions echoes that found in the biblical rendering 

in Exodus 2:1-10 with the Qur’an placing emphasis on divine inspiration whilst 

Exodus arguably foregrounds female initiative. 

The other story in al-Qaṣaṣ (Q28:22-28) illustrates respect for women in a 

different way. It describes Moses chivalrously watering flocks that were under 

the care of two daughters of a ‘very old man’ of Midian.  His action contrasted 

with the behaviour of other men watering their own sheep. Bible readers will 

note commonalities with the story in Exodus 2:15-22, but also be reminded of 

Abraham’s servant seeking a wife for Isaac (ie., prayer for God’s will to become 

clear - Q28:24 cf., Genesis 24:12-14) and Jacob encountering his wife / wives to 

be at a well (ie., marriage conditional to working for the father for a defined 

number of years - Q28:27-28 cf., Genesis 29:10-18). In the al-Qaṣaṣ rendition the 

daughter who communicates her father’s invitation to meet, following the 

chivalrous intervention, is described as approaching Moses ‘bashfully’ (Q28:25). 

Stowasser has helpfully reviewed how Ibn Kathir, and more recently al-Sha’rawi, 

cite this qur’anic story ‘as scripturalist proof that Muslim women’s work outside 

of the home is religiously acceptable only as long as it is truly unavoidable and 

does not entail association with strangers (that is, nonrelated males).’28 The 

young woman is approved for her attitude to work in support of her aged father, 

and for the way she behaved modestly given the difficult situation. For Ibn 

                                                   
 

 
28 Stowasser (1994): 61. 
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Kathir, her ‘bashful gait’ illustrated the separation ‘of the free-born (respectable) 

Muslim woman from the (not-so respectable) slave’. For such as al-Sha’rawi it 

distinguishes ‘the traditional Muslim woman from her modernist sister who “tries 

to behave like a man”.’29 The modernist sister is disapproved. Thus al-Qaṣaṣ lends 

itself to nuanced affirmation of women. It endorses their initiatives within 

bounded spheres of activity. It shows God to be active in those spheres. 

Some foreign women: In the lives of Moses, Joseph and Solomon:  

Pharaoh’s wife is not referred to in Ṭa Ḥa and only directly in one phrase (Q28:9) 

in al-Qaṣaṣ. By declaring the baby Moses ‘a joy to behold’ and instructing others 

not to kill him she is shown to have a mother’s heart. Her status as believer is 

only clearly recognised in al-Taḥrim (Q66:11) where she may serve as 

endorsement for the presence of Muhammad’s Egyptian concubine Maryam 

within his Medinan household. 

Egyptian women also feature in the story of Joseph’s life. Q12 (Surah Yusuf) 

mirrors parts of the narrative found in the final part of the biblical book of 

Genesis (Genesis 37-50). Unlike other surahs, the narrative in Surah Yusuf follows 

a single plot line. According to Witztum similarities are not so much due to any 

intended engagement with Jewish traditions, let alone the Hebrew Bible, as with 

Christian Syriac tradition. He cites overlapping omissions of biblical detail in 

Syriac material and in the Qur’an, and demonstrates a ‘striking instance of a 

shared expansion concerns Potiphar’s wife’ (ie., the wife of the Egyptian 

                                                   
 

 
29 Ibid. 
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Governor) which includes a scene in which she confesses after first falsely 

accusing Joseph.30 In the Syriac material the embellishment serves to ‘establish 

Joseph’s generosity and forgiveness’.  In the Qur’an it underlines his utter 

innocence and but also the sincere repentance of Potiphar’s wife.31 Further 

correspondences, not least concerning the garment left in the woman’s hand,32 

lead Witztum to observe that ways in which Joseph serves as role model for 

Muhammad in the surah echo ‘the Christian typological reading, where Joseph 

stands for Christ while the brothers stand for the Jews.’33 Somewhat in contrast 

Shafaie draws attention to parallels in Midrashic exploration of the struggle of 

Joseph to resist.34 These observations all draw attention to the likely milieu into 

which the qur’anic revelation was made and inform explanation of the attention 

given to the repentance of the Governor’s wife. 

Whereas the woman to become Moses’ wife (Q28:25) displays decorum, the 

Egyptian Governor’s wife displays lustful aggression (Q12:23-25). (On all accounts 

the two surahs originate in a similar period. They even contain similar 

exclamations by Egyptians regarding the young soon-to-be heroes: ‘... he may be 

of use to us, or we may adopt him as a son.’ Q12:21 cf. Q28:9). Hadith take the 

Egyptian Governor’s wife to be the embodiment of female sexuality, with 

                                                   
 

 
30 Joseph Witztum, ‘Joseph among the Ishmaelites: Q12 in light of Syriac sources’ in (ed.), Said Reynolds (2011): 430-1 
31 Ibid., 432-3. 
32 Ibid., 434-7. 
33 Ibid., 446. 
34 Shirin Shafaie, ‘Toward inter-theological hermeneutics: A case study in reading between the Joseph stories’ in (eds.) 
Daniel J. Crowther et al, Reading the Bible in Islamic Context,  (London: Routledge (2018): 54, 57-8. 
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Joseph’s struggles indicating how this serves Satan’s efforts.35 Later 

commentators discuss how their qur’anic text is elucidating the encounter 

between prophetic ‘isma (sinlessness) and female slyness. On this reading the 

women who cut their hands (Q12:31) in reaction to Joseph’s beauty are falling 

victim to their violent sexual desire. 36  Qutb (d.1966) dismissed the medieval 

representations of Joseph whist seeing in the Governor’s wife and the women 

who cut themselves prototypes of the jahili Egyptian society that surrounded 

him.37 Shafaie summarises well in saying ‘this incident has created a wealth of 

theological discussion among Muslim exegetes and interpreters, especially with 

regard to the doctrine of ‘isma’.38 For all that, we note that at its conclusion the 

women hold the prophet (Joseph) in awe, whatever their socio-religious 

backgrounds or initial behaviour. 

The Queen of Sheba provides further opportunity to consider quranic depiction 

of foreign women and their response to God’s prophets. The account comes 

amidst ‘punishment narratives’ in al-Naml (Q27).  Lot’s wife is referred to 

euphemistically in Q27:57 in a short section encapsulating Lot’s message, the 

people’s response and consequent outcome (Q27:54-58). Other warnings are 

through Moses to Pharaoh (Q27:7-14), to the Thamud through Salih (Q27:45-53), 

and more directly to the Children of Israel (Q27:76-85) who are ultimately told, 

                                                   
 

 
35 Stowasser (1994): 52 citing al-Bukhari al-Sahih,Vol.3., Cairo (n.d.): 243 
36 Stowasser (1994): 53 citing al-Baydawi,  Anwar al-tanzil  fi asrar al-tawil, Vol. 1, (ed.) H. O. Fleischer Osnabruck (1968): 
458. 
37 Stowasser (1994): 55. 
38 Shafaie (2018): 56. 



 

 
God and Women in Islam 
When Women Speak… Webzine 
Vol 9, No 1 | November 2021 
 
 

 

 

 

31 

‘One day We will gather those of every people who reject our signs ... The word 

against them will be fulfilled because of their wrong doing, and they will be 

unable to speak’ (Q27:83, 85). The Queen of Sheba dominates in a much longer, 

contrasting, early section that tells something of Solomon’s wisdom and impact 

whilst giving little immediate sense of warning (Q27:15-44). Rather, the story 

‘begins with evidence of her (pagan) political wisdom and ends with her 

submission’39 to “the Lord of the Worlds” (Q27:44). Wadud reads it as a 

celebration of ‘both her political and religious practices’, making her a positive 

exemplar for female leadership.40 

Yusuf Ali helpfully observes how symbolism in the physical world points to 

greater wonders in the spiritual world in the stories in al-Naml.41 Thus we are told 

of the hoopoe’s visit to Saba and his report back to Solomon. He tells of a woman 

ruling there who has everything needed and sits on a great throne yet, along with 

her people, worships the sun evidencing that they are deceived by Satan. In 

response Solomon sends her a letter.  This she recognises as worthy of respect 

(so Yusuf Ali) or, maybe, ‘of noble origins’ (so Jardim42). It summons her to visit ‘in 

submission’ (muslimin). Whether by magic or skilful organisation, before she 

arrives Solomon is able to acquire her throne and then disguise it as a ploy to 

discover if she one of the guided. On arrival she affirms the similarity to her 

throne and testifies to having submitted to God, but is then confronted with a 

                                                   
 

 
39 Stowasser (1994): 65. 
40 Wadud (1999): 40 
41 Yusuf Ali (1975): 977. 
42 Georgina Jardim, ‘Biblical Ruth as a qur’anic Queen of Sheba’ in (eds.) Daniel J. Crowther et al., (2018): 210. 
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second test as she has to cross a floor which she mistakes to be a lake. This leads 

her to confess that she had wronged her soul and now submits (‘aslamatu) with 

Solomon to the Lord of the Worlds.  Her use of ‘aslamatu could imply allegiance to 

monotheism in general or conversion to Islam.  The latter would signal ‘not only ... 

the acceptance of monotheism over polytheism or animism, but ... the consistent 

reproach to polytheism that it served other gods in addition to Allah.’43   

It is rare to come across such repeated use of the term slm (ie., in cognate 

forms) in a single surah.  It is found in reference to Abraham and the People of 

the Book close to the heart of the second surah (Q2:128, 132, 133, 136) and 

likewise in reference to Jesus, Abraham, other ‘Old Testament’ prophets and the 

People of the Book in the third surah (Q3:52, 64, 67, 80, 84, 102). Here in al-Naml 

its use establishes the Queen of Sheba as a challenging counter-point to the 

Children of Israel (Q27:81) and validation of Muhammad as declared in the surah’s 

conclusion: ‘... I am commanded to be of those who submit (muslimin)... ‘I am only 

a warner’’ (Q27:91-2).  Though, as Jardim’s observes, there is ‘Islamic and Jewish 

post-scriptural lore that seeks to subvert the powerful female image and threat 

the Queen of Sheba represents to male power’,44 attention to resonances across 

the surah suggest that this foreign woman is especially recalled as a rebuke to 

the people of the Book. Indeed the story evokes a warning by Jesus recorded in 

the Gospel (Matthew 12:42; Luke 11:31). Addressing those who ask for a 

miraculous sign He spoke both of the Ninevites response to Jonah’s message and 
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of the Queen of the South who ‘will rise at the judgment with the men of this 

generation and condemn them; for she came from the ends of the earth to listen 

to Solomon ...’.  Both the Gospel and these qur’anic stories of foreign women 

celebrate the faith response of female ‘outsiders’. 

More exemplary mothers – Mary and her mother: 

The first surah to recount the annunciation to Mary (Surah Maryam Q19) was 

probably revealed before those which mention the foreign women (see above). 

The second (Āl ʿImran Q3), which also tells of her mother and the circumstances 

of her birth, might just have preceded Umm Salama’s question. 

Mary is mentioned some thirty-four times, over seven surahs, quite often in 

single verses as metronymic for her son, ʿIsa, who gets referred to as Ibn 

Maryam. The annunciation accounts are by far the longest in which she features. 

Both bring together the birth of ʿIsa with that of Yahya (John the Baptist), to 

some extent echoing the gospel of Luke. Thus Surah Maryam opens by recalling 

the Lord’s mercy to Zechariah, Yahya’s father (Q19:1). The surah seems to be 

framed with punning elements; dhikr – recall (19:2), Zechariah / zchr (19:2) and 

concluding with rikz – whisper (19:98)45. Portions within it are also introduced 

with the word dhikr. So the story of the annunciation (Q19:16), the account of 

Abraham’s rejection of his father’s idolatry (Q19:41), Moses’ calling (Q19:51), 

Ishmael’s calling (Q19:54) and that of Idris (Q19:56). The section featuring Mary 

concludes with statements about ʿIsa and some of the sects who follow him 
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(Q19:29-40). In ways that parallel the description of Yahya’s attitude to his 

parents in the preceding section (Q19:14), and after the account of Mary’s 

travails in giving birth (Q19:23), ʿIsa is described as ‘kind toward his mother and 

not overbearing or graceless’ (Q19:32). That is, the various quranic injunctions to 

care for parents (Q6:151, Q17:23, Q29:8) and especially mothers, because of all 

they experience in the birthing and early years care of their child (Q31:14 and 

Q46:15), are shown as fulfilled in these birth stories. Each character is shown as 

exemplary in their respective roles. 

Both Surah Maryam and Āl ʿImran set up parallels and contrasts between the 

prayerful piety of Mary and of her mother, with Zechariah (Q19:8-9 with 20-21, 

Q3:35 with 38; 40 with 47). All we hear of Zechariah’s wife is that she is barren 

(Q19:8; Q3:40). Āl ʿImran establishes that as guardian of Mary, Zechariah is 

bemused and deeply moved by evidence of the effectiveness of her prayer (Q3:37-

38). This leads him to pray for a child. His words echo those of Mary’s mother. 

She has been surprised by birthing a daughter after dedicating her womb to the 

Lord; being delivered of a female child she asks protection of God for her 

daughter, and her daughter’s offspring (Q3:36). In this way the surah shows the 

birth of a woman as ordained by God, establishes how both Mary and her son ʿIsa 

‘escaped “the pricking of the devil” at birth’46 and demonstrates the efficacy of 

women’s prayer. Both women characters are examples of faith. Nevertheless, for 

some muslima the impact of lore and tradition, and perhaps descriptions of her 

being secluded (eg., in a chamber under Zechariah’s care – Q3:37, when she 
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received the annunciation – Q19:17, and as she awaited the birth – Q19:22), 

leaves them frustrated by perceptions of a passive pious Mary.47  In contrast, on 

the basis of her giving birth without sex or ‘biological matter’, another finds her 

to be a subversive exemplar who unsettles accepted categories of decency.48 The 

Qur’an’s evaluation is less extreme. Mary has the notable status of being 

addressed by God’s messenger (Q3:42-51; Q 19:17) and is specifically described by 

him as chosen by God: ‘chosen above all women’ (Q3:42). In al-Tahrim (Q6612) she 

is also described as ‘one of the qanitin’, which as Wadud rightly observes 

emphasises her status amongst all the Qur’an’s exemplars through use of the 

masculine plural form where the feminine plural would otherwise have sufficed.49 

That verse in part echoes what is said of her in Q21:93, a brief verse concluding 

an extended list of prophets who had faced opposition and problems (Moses and 

Aaron, Abraham and Lot, Noah, David and Solomon, Job, Ishmael, Idris, Dhu’l-Kifl, 

Jonah, and Zachariah, Q21:48-90). As the others so she is one whom Muhammad 

should call to mind, though the verse also affirms that her son was made ‘a sign 

for all people’ with her. One western scholar has accordingly described her as a 

proto-prophet.50 

There are many aspects to references to Mary in the Qur’an. The text always 

refers to her with respect. Her name occurs most often with reference to her 

                                                   
 

 
47 Nimat Hafez Barazangi. Women’s Identity and the Quran: A New Reading, (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2004): 
39-42. 
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son, and some of those occasions are clearly to counter beliefs in his divinity, 

(Q4:171; Q5:17, 75, 116) and any hints of divinising her as well (Q5:75). In al-Tahrim 

links with her son are, however, all but ignored. It is her modesty, but also her 

receptiveness to truth and to scriptures (Q66:12) which makes her stand out. The 

depictions of the qur’anic Mary witness to there being ‘no god but God’, and he 

being ‘the Exalted, the Decider’ (Q3:61) who ‘creates whatever he will’ (Q5:17) and 

is ‘alone the All Hearing and All Knowing one’ (Q5:76). Like the story of Moses’ 

mother, there is intimation of divine tenderness toward Mary; her cries during 

childbirth are met with reassurance and the miraculous provision of water and 

ripe dates (Q19:24 ). In her voice God is described at this point as ‘the most 

merciful’ (ar-rahman) (Q19:26). 

The Median period – clarifying perspectives 

Some of the references to Mary will have come into being after Umm Salama’s 

question was asked. Others, like most of the references to women who also appear in 

the Bible, would already be known to the community (see Figure 1). It seems, then, that 

the question may have been to do with who was being addressed rather than who 

featured in earlier revelations.  Whilst we may deduce things about women, their 

status before God and how they can or should practice their religion from the 

passages, it would seem that originally the stories were primarily geared to impacting 

a different audience. This changes somewhat in the Medinan period. 

The wives of Muhammad feature prominently in surahs al-Nur (Q24), al-Ahzab 

(Q33) and al-Tahrim (Q66), which all at various points use clear forms of address. al-

Ahzab (Q33) is likely the earliest of these surahs. In it the wives of Muhammad are 

described as the mothers of the believers (Q33:6), and at various points guidance and 
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regulations pertaining to them is given.  Sometimes the formal addressee is the 

Prophet, sometimes his wives and sometimes the community of believers. Some 

instructions to the Mothers of the Believers are through the Prophet. Q33:28-40 

contains what has been termed ‘the verse of choice’51 (Q33:28-29) after beginning ‘Oh 

Prophet say to your wives...’ He is told to place the options, of following desires for the 

attractions of this present life or pursuing the great rewards God has prepared for 

those who do good, before them. The portion then directly addresses his wives twice in 

succession (Q33:30-31, 32-34), underlining the choice and their particular 

responsibilities and privilege. Instructions not to speak in alluring ways, to stay home 

and not flaunt themselves are, in part, related to their home being the place where 

prayer is performed. The concerns are picked up again when the Prophet is told to give 

his wives, his daughters and other believing women further instructions (Q33:59-64) 

which, with preceding verses addressed to believers (Q33:53-58), form the textual 

basis for discussions about veiling and seclusion that continue through to today. What 

is clear is that at this stage in the community’s growth comings, goings and 

interactions in the Prophet’s house needed regulating. As part of this the hijab 

(variously translated ‘curtain’, ‘screen’ or ‘veil’) was designated as the barrier which 

men should not contravene. For their part the women were to ensure their outer 

dressing appropriately covered them. 

The portion in al-Nur likewise provides regulation understood to have arisen 

from the behaviour of one of Muhammad’s wives. The Qur’an does not provide the 

background story, but it is generally understood that the stipulations around witness 
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and scandal-mongering were given in response to gossip about A’isha. Apparently, 

whilst journeying back with Muhammad and others from a military expedition, she lost 

a necklace when she went aside to relieve herself. The group moved on without 

realising she was not in her covered litter. Rumours spread when she was returned to 

the group by a young man who found her.52 The rulings deal with adultery and 

fornication (Q24:3), soiling reputations (Q24:4-23), modesty of men and of women 

(Q24:30, 31) and appropriate marriage partners (Q24:26, 32). ‘Those who believe’ are 

told not to enter the homes of others without permission (Q24:27-29). 

Events in the Prophet’s household also lie behind the content of al-Tahrim 

(Q66).  The lively stories provided by tradition,53 which may relate to the ‘verse of 

choice’ (see above), can cause us to overlook ways this concise twelve verse surah not 

only adds to insights about Muhammad’s family life and the early community, but pulls 

together threads that run through the earlier quranic material we have considered. 

The central verses remind believers to guard their families from the Fire of judgement 

(Q66:6) and seek the idylls of Paradise (Q66:8), and warns the disbelievers not to make 

excuses (Q66:7). The opening and closing portions, which begin with address to the 

Prophet (Q66:1, 9), enable comparison between two of Muhammad’s wives (Q66:3-5) 

with on the one hand the wives of Noah and Lot (Q66:10) and on the other the wife of 

Pharaoh and Mary (Q66:11-12).  For the first and only time the women from the past 

are described as examples, clearly mentioned so that women in the community can 

learn from them. From the wives of Noah and Lot the pair being rebuked for betraying 
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a confidence are to learn that being married to a righteous servant of God profits 

nothing if they prove false.  In contrast reference to Pharaoh’s wife indicates that this 

woman of foreign pagan origins prayed to be saved from her husband’s doings and to 

be received into God’s mansions. By implication she and Mary, who is defined by family 

origins as she had no husband,54 are received in Paradise on the basis of their 

independent faith.  

Because of the examples used, and the initial warning sanctioning that 

Muhammad could divorce his wives and replace them with others ‘previously married 

or virgins’ (Q66:5), tradition arose that Pharaoh’s wife (named Asya), Mary, along with 

Khadija and A’isha, are all ‘Muhammad’s wife consorts in paradise.’55 Whilst there is no 

qur’anic basis for this conclusion the surah does provide a level of completion to 

speculation about consorts in heaven. Figure 2, below, shows the shift in language 

describing companions in Paradise.   

Figure 2 – Companions in Paradise 

                                                   
 

 
54 There is contemporary scholarly discussion which suggests that the attributions ‘sister of Aaron’ and ‘Daughter 
ofʿImrān’ may not be due to confusion with Moses’ sister, but draw on Syriac symbolism that creates association with 
priestly forebears, see Michael Marx, ‘'Glimpses of a Mariology in the Qur'an: From Hagiography to Theology via Religious-
Political Debate' in (eds.) A. Neuwirth et al. Qur'ān in Context,  (Leiden: Brill, 2010), especially 553. 
55 Stowasser, (1994): 80. 

Description Early Middle Late Medinan 

kawā'iba atrābān 

(mates: referencing breasts) 
Q78    

al-ḥūr al-ʿīn 

(maidens: referencing wide eyes) 
Q52, Q56 Q37, Q44   
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It is possible that at some stage in the community's development, perhaps on the basis 

Q43:70, members had understood that their earthly spouses corresponded to their 

companions in Paradise and that their homes were a foretaste of heaven. In Medina 

however, even, or perhaps especially, in Muhammad’s home, household situations were 

becoming more complex.  In this situation, terming his wives azwaj (Q66:3) rather than 

the more usual word imra’a (pl. nisā), by which the wives of all the other prophets 

except that of Adam are identified, seems a fitting means of clarification. For al-

Tahrim establishes that there is no guarantee that azwaj of the Prophet will attain to 

Paradise whilst indicating that women of exemplary independent faith gain access.      

Detail about Mary at the end of al-Tahrim (Q66:12) may also reference sexual restraint 

exercised by Muhammad, if that is what he had forbidden himself for a time (see 

Q66:1). She, then, is commended for her openness to God’s Spirit and acceptance of his 

revelations. Muhammad, meanwhile, is freed from his misplaced vow, so can consort 

with his wives or divorce them. Indeed, if others in the community were constrained 

through ideas about vows of celibacy this surah releases them without betraying 

respect for Mary. 

Thus al-Tahrim endorses rightly directed female agency, and acknowledges that 

women from outside the community may believe and so attain to Paradise. Surahs al-

Mujadilah (Q58) and al-Mumtahanah (Q60), which both refer to specific women, 

develop these insights further. The title of al-Mumtahanah translates as ‘Evaluated 

Women’.  Believers are instructed (Q60:10) not to send back female refugees who are 

qāṣirāt at-ṭarf 

(maidens restraining their glances) 
 Q37, Q38 Q43  

zawj / pl. azwāj 

(corresponding partner or mate) 
Q78 Q36 Q43 Q2, Q3, Q4 
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leaving unbelievers, but to test them. On the basis of their oath of fealty such women 

are to be received into the community (Q60:12). The opening of al-Mujadilah (Q58:1) 

approves an appeal by ‘The Woman who pleads’. From close examination of the verse 

and unfolding detail Jardim56 observes the significant role played by this determined 

woman: practice was re-evaluated, male offenders rebuked and fresh guidance 

emerged all because of the reasoned complaint against her husband which she 

brought. This late Medinan surah shows women to be active participants within the 

community and agents in the revelatory process too. It is a message now located at 

the heart of the Qur’an. 

Some concluding observations 

Tracking the women mentioned in the Qur’an along a (loose) diachronic trajectory lends 

support for the description by Neuwirth, Jardim and others of the Qur’an as ‘a canon-

in-process’.57 In contrast to the early days, in the Medinan period there are even 

quranic regulations shaped through female voice.  

Nevertheless we have seen that, despite being identified in terms of a male 

relative, from the beginning individual women are clearly depicted as distinct 

personalities accountable for their own actions and decisions. Some, such as Mary (the 

prayerful) or even the Queen of Sheba (the foreign leader), provide lessons for others 

regardless of gender. 
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57 Ibid., 98. 
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Focus on wives and mothers no doubt reflects the normal roles and duties of 

women in Muhammad’s time, but also sustains a quranic perspective on the 

appropriate spheres of female activity. Conjugal relations are viewed warmly, but are 

also the focus of much regulation. Mothers are honoured and those whose stories are 

told, whose experiences have been ordained, receive tender care from God. Foreign 

women are repeatedly shown to be amongst the faithful: the community is instructed 

to be ready to receive them. 

Interestingly, it is women from Judeo-Christian scriptures who serve as 

examples throughout, though it is only in the later period that the likes of Umm Salama 

are instructed in how to learn from them. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 




